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By 1887, 40-year-old Thomas Edison had 
already accomplished the work of many 
lifetimes. He had created the electric light, 
power, and electrical manufacturing indus- 
tries, made major contributions to telegra- 
phy and telephony, and, with his most orig- 
inal invention, the phonograph, heralded 
future entertainment and consumer product 


revolutions. What would he do for an en- 
core? 

He would, Andre Millard explains, devote 
his remaining 44 years to the “business of 
invention.” He would build an “invention 
factory” at West Orange, New Jersey, ten 
times as large as any other laboratory in the 
United States. There he would start by 
carrying out contract research for other 
companies, until he had made enough in- 
ventions to spawn a new industrial empire. 

This central place for invention flew in the 
face of business wisdom. “Pioneering don’t 
pay,” Andrew Carnegie had concluded. 
Modern experts, including Millard, agree 
Invention must be meshed with the Saal of 
sound design, productive manufacturing, 
and customer-responsive marketing if a 
company plans to make money. 

Edison did not scorn money-making, but 
he put it in its place. Business or lives should 
not, he said, be measured solely by “the 
metronome of money.” For him, invention, 
as both achievement and culture, set the 
tempo. Money-making only proved the suc- 
cess of past inventions and financed future 
ones. 

The strength of Millard’s book is his 
evocation of this “machine shop culture.” 
Edison sought, against the current of the 
times, to keep it as central to the process of 
invention in the 20th century as it had been 
in the 19th. It was built around experiment- 
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ers (“muckers”) valued for their ability to 
combine skills of both hand and head. Their 
autocratic boss walked the shop, spitting on 
the floor, joking, questioning trying his own 
hand, ceaselessly challenging, criticizing, ca- 
joling, inspiring, perspiring. 

But it was all, Millard points out, some- 
thing of an illusion. Edison reputedly staked 
everything on great campaigns: round-the- 
clock efforts to perfect the phonograph, 
assembling great machines to concentrate 
the low-grade iron ore of New Jersey. But 
the main profits came from humbler appli- 
cations of invention: the nickels put in Ed- 
ison phonograph nickelodeons or Edison 
“peep show” Kinetoscopes and a concrete 
business spun off the iron ore disaster. By 
the 1920s, the West Orange laboratory was 
a service organization for ing such 
products, not a group of pioneers looking 
for new ones. 

Millard shows Edison losing leadership in 
the phonograph industry, blowing millions 
on the iron ore mining process, succeeding 
only briefly in pioneering and monopolizing 
motion pictures, and introducing a storage 
battery so defective he bought it back from 
customers rather than sully the Edison 
name. Analytical chapters (unfortunately 
poorly supported with numbers on sales, 
profits, and employment) highlight the clash 
between the company’s adoption of modern 


business methods and the persistence of 
Edison’s absolute authority. The book fits 
into the gap on the Edison bookshelf be- 
tween Byron Vanderbilt’s Thomas Edison 
Chemist, which more fully treats the science 
and technology of Edison’s later work, and 
Matthew Josephson’s lively yet accurate bi- 
ography. It complements the best study of 
Menlo Park, Robert Friedel and Paul Israel’s 
Edison’s Electric Light, which shows how 
well the very Edisonian methods that failed 
so often at West Orange could work when 
the time and challenge were right. 

But do not dismiss the later Edison. Like 
the young wizard, he dared greatly and lived 
fully: dodging ore boulders, shepherding 
dancing girls, pugilists, or Buffalo Bill 
through his “Black Maria” movie studio, 
and, in 1906, worn out and ill from too 
many great campaigns, mounting yet anoth- 
er to perfect that battery, long after any 
sensible businessman would have written it 
off. Picture him at the bench after thousands 
of failed experiments, stout, bent, white- 
haired, tired, deaf, and desperate, a hero in 
the mold of Tennyson’s aging Ulysses 
“made weak by time and fate, but strong in 
will,” determined “to strive, to seek, to find 
and not to yield.” He and his muckers did 
find a scientifically improbable combination 
of nickel flake, graphite, and lithium that 
saved the battery. He never did yield. He 


Amusement arcade with Edisonian devices, San Francisco, 1894 or later. At left are coin-slot 

hs, with ear tubes dangling; at right are 

first attempt to get moving pictures into a 
in-slot 


closely modeled on the coin: 


. “The Kinetoscope was a 
suitable for commercial exploitation. It was 
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which was the 


only part of Edison’s 
to experience any growth of sales in the gloomy years after 1892.” [From Edison and the 


business to 
Business of Innovation] 
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was looking for revolutionary ways to make 

rubber from goldenrod plants a few months 

before his death in 1931. Millard sensibly 

focuses on analyzing the business. But Edi- 

son the man, an exasperating, never-satisfied 
Ulysses of invention, shines through. 
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